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In this paper, we examine the place of art in curriculum for young children of 
refugee families, but not from the relatively common art-as-therapy position. 
Instead, art is presented as a language that can provide young children with the 
means to engage with learning, build identity, and tell their stories.   This 
approach bypasses the deficit position children may be placed in because of their 
differences, which include language, culture, and social capital. This is an 
account of an arts experience conducted by an artist who worked with a group of 
young children of refugee families, and some preliminary analysis of what we 
learned through the project.  
 
 
  2
Introduction 
More than half of the world's estimated 19-million refugees are children (United 
Nations High Commission Refugees, 2007). Australia’s Humanitarian 
Immigration Programme allows for 13,000 new places each year, of which 
around one in three are children (Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 
2006). As the rate of immigration grows, debates on cultural diversity in schools 
and in society are increasing. Issues of multiculturalism and cultural diversity are 
hot topics. Australian classrooms are increasingly composed of refugees and 
asylum-seekers who have, by definition, arrived from a range of culturally diverse 
countries, and experienced persecution (or fear of persecution). The issue of 
illegal immigrants, refugees and children in detention has caused considerable 
political debate in Australia. But, as Emery (2005) points out, there has been less 
interest in what happens to these children and their families once they are 
accepted as immigrants.    
The resettlement process has been defined as a “secondary trauma” for children 
and their families as they face challenges such as entering the education system 
and job market, finding accommodation and learning a new language.    The 
past, present and future are inextricably linked, as refugee families struggle to 
maintain hope for the future while dealing with traumatic past experiences and 
facing the daily challenges of a new and unfamiliar society (Brough, Gorman, 
Ramirez & Westoby, 2003).  
The resettlement period is of particular importance for young children.   For 
countries with high rates of immigration, Early Childhood Education and Care 
programs are key sites for enacting national goals for social inclusion and the 
creation of new citizens. The early years are critical to the development, and 
future, of children of refugee families. For parents who have recently immigrated 
to a new country, enrolling their child in an early childhood program is one 
moment where cultural values of their home and adopted culture come into 
contact and, often, conflict.   More difficult to heal than the diseases and 
malnutrition they may bring with them from impoverished homelands are the 
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psychological and social wounds resulting from the trauma of war and 
displacement (Brunick, 1999).  
Various studies have focused on refugee students, and their behaviours have 
been described as ranging from alienated, violent and angry to under-performing, 
vulnerable and paranoid (Kabir & Richards, 2006). In educational settings these 
kinds of behaviours are viewed by some as maladaptive and undesirable. Yet 
quality early childhood programs have been shown to make a difference to 
children, promoting resilience and minimising the risk of developing mental health 
problems, most notably post-traumatic stress disorders (Brough et al., 2003; 
Jackson, 2006).   The role of early childhood professionals is critical then, as they 
provide support, hope and a safe environment that encourages healing during 
the resettlement period. 
In this paper we examine the place of art in the curriculum for young children of 
refugee families, but not from the strictly art-as-therapy position. Art is a language 
that can provide young children with the means to engage, build identity, and tell 
their stories, bypassing the deficit position they may be   placed in because of 
differences, which can include language, culture, and social capital. Increasing 
evidence suggests that building social capital contributes to a range of positive 
health, education and social outcomes (Tayler, Farrell, Tennent & Patterson, 
2005 ). We provide here an account of an arts experience conducted by an artist 
who worked with a group of young children of refugee families, and some 
preliminary analysis of what we learned through the project.  
Contrary to some popular views of the purpose and product of such children’s 
engagement with the arts, the children did not depict traumatic scenes of war, 
killing and anxiety. Instead, they welcomed the opportunity to engage with the 
processes of art-making, and, through our observations of both their processes 
and final products, we saw them communicating with each other and us.   We 
could see them working at constructing identities. We learned something about 
their interests, and their connectedness, in the present. This is not to negate the 
worth and value of art therapy, but rather to celebrate other functions of art — as 
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language, as a communication tool, and as a means to construct and build 
identity and social capital. We conclude this paper not with answers and ‘recipes 
for success’ but with some new questions for teachers and other community 
members who share our interests in ways of supporting some of our most 
vulnerable children.       
The workshops 
In November 2006 the teachers at a Queensland state government primary 
school engaged a practising artist to conduct a series of three visual art 
workshops at their school. The teachers at this school have a commitment to the 
benefits of an arts-rich program, and value the artist-in-schools model. This 
involves a shared conversation between the artist and the teachers about the 
children, their needs, and the place of the arts in supporting the children’s 
ongoing development. The artist was commissioned to run three one-hour 
workshops with nine children from a Year Two class.   The children were 
(approximately) eight years old.   (A lack of documentation, plus language and 
cultural barriers, means the school is unable to verify the age of children.) They 
originated from a range of countries including Afghanistan, Liberia and Sudan.    
The children had been in Australia for varying amounts of time – some had 
arrived at school only weeks earlier.   Some children had minimal English 
language skills, and most reported having had little previous experience with the 
arts. The workshops were documented, using digital photography (video and still) 
and field notes. 
The children were withdrawn from their regular classes for one hour per week, 
over a period of three weeks. Peg (pseudonym), the artist, guided the children 
though the process of creating a mixed media portrait.   In the first week she 
showed them examples of artists’ works, particularly self-portraits. For example, 
they looked together at some works by Frida Kahlo, Picasso and others, 
particularly works which might make some connections with the children’s 
possible aesthetic and cultural origins. Peg talked with the children about the 
artworks, pointing out features such as objects, colours and details in the work. 
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The children were then set the task of drawing a portrait, on paper at first, and 
then transferring it to a large canvas. Peg worked with children individually at this 
stage, helping them to see lines and shapes, and gently guided them to make 
their drawings large, encouraging them to use the entire canvas.  
The next week, Peg provided the children with a range of recycled materials, and 
demonstrated how they could build their drawings by overlaying them with 3D 
materials. She began by demonstrating to the whole group, and then moved 
around the group, working with children one-on-one, offering assistance when 
she could. When they had built their images to their satisfaction, Peg showed the 
children how to paint their surfaces with gesso, in preparation for the final week, 
when they would add colour. In the third and final week, the prepared surfaces 
had dried, and the children painted over, choosing colours and re-painting until 
they were satisfied. Peg helped with choice of colours, talking about contrasts 
(e.g. light/dark), patterns and so on. In the end, some children created self-
portraits, although most painted portraits of other people.    
Peg’s purpose was to provide the children with exposure to, and experience in, 
the arts as well as an avenue for creative expression. She introduced them to the 
language of art, to the appreciation of artists’ works, to some skills and 
techniques, and to a range of artistic processes. The children participated with 
energy and enthusiasm, and we saw many instances of persistence, sharing, 
connecting with others, and joyful engagement.   They delighted in the 
opportunities to make their works unique, adding individual details which 
produced, in the end, nine portraits which were dramatically different, bright, 
colourful and dynamic. The children and their teachers were pleased and proud 
of the end products, and, through the process, we learned something about each 
child.       
Despite their limited English proficiencies, the children frequently made 
comments throughout the workshops which revealed to us that they had both 
hope for the future and insights into their present circumstances: 
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Shilo:      This is a photo of Jack Bishop—he's a boy in my class. 
Jess:      It’s a picture of Miss Barker (pseudonym). I put stars to make in her            
eyes to make it beautiful because she is so beautiful. 
Milly:      I wish next week we would still come to art class, forever, until I go to 
high school. 
Jackson: If I grow up I want to be an artist... 
Peg (artist):    You want to be an artist; well, you know what you have to do?   
You have to do lots of drawings and lots of painting.   Practising. It’s just like 
an instrument.   You have to practise.... I think you should say you are artists 
now; you don’t have to say ‘when I grow up’. 
What’s art got to do with it?    
During times of great stress, the arts can provide a buffer between us and reality, 
and an outlet for emotional expression — sometimes a means of expressing that 
for which we may not have words. There is a growing number of instances where 
children of refugee families have been encouraged to use artmaking as a means 
of expression —as a bridge between their war-torn past, and their present 
survival and future hopes. After September 11, for instance, children’s drawings 
were generated, examined and exhibited as a device for processing the 
associated trauma   (Orr, 2002). Similarly, exhibitions of artworks produced by 
children in war-torn Afghanistan (Khadim Ali, 2007) provoke response and 
empathy from those who have viewed the works.   Recently, an exhibition of 
children’s art was curated, depicting their responses following the 2004 Boxing 
Day Tsunami (Ware & Potter, 2005).    
The United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) reports that many 
children in refugee camps find it difficult to express in words how they feel, often 
withdrawing into themselves.   In camps where children have been given art 
materials and basic art lessons, these children have found it less disturbing to 
relive their memories through painting, using artwork as a means of expression 
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(UNHCR, 2007).   Once the children are repatriated, school is a natural setting 
for them to receive intervention, with art as an effective way for them to record, 
and grapple with, their experiences (Brunick, 1999, p. 12). However, we would 
caution against reading too much of a therapeutic nature into the content of 
children’s art, with a reminder that exhibitions are compilations and constructed 
by the curator.  
In our workshops, the children did not depict war, trauma, or other similar 
disturbing content. Instead, they seemed more engrossed in the materials and 
processes, and we were able to make connections with them through sharing the 
art-making.    
What is the role for the teacher?  
Ambivalence in arts pedagogy has become institutionalised. It is not surprising 
that many teachers avoid intervention when it comes to art education. The 
laissez-faire approach relies on children’s ‘natural’ development, and purportedly 
protects their individuality, creativity, self-expression and self-esteem. Critiques of 
this approach point to the obvious lack of artistic development in the majority of 
adults, who, left to their own devices, have not developed into accomplished 
artists (McArdle & McWilliam, 2005). But the laissez-faire approach retains its 
attraction for many teachers in Australia, possibly because it fits well with their 
level of arts knowledge, experience and skills.   A more guided approach to 
learning in the arts calls for the direct teaching of skills and techniques, 
scaffolding, modeling, demonstrating, and teacher and children working together 
as co-artists, co-constructors   (Wright,   2003).  
The guided learning approach requires of the teacher a level of discipline, 
knowledge and expertise. One way of addressing teachers’ lack of confidence in 
the arts is to invite artists into the school community, and to work alongside the 
classroom teachers. In our project, Peg introduced the children to art history and 
appreciation, taught skills and techniques, modeled and demonstrated, and 
worked alongside the children as co-artist.  
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Art and diversity 
The issue of immigration is closely tied to the issue of diversity. However, 
according to Emery (2005), the majority of teachers are unprepared for dealing 
with cultural diversity in an art classroom.   When students are from non-English-
speaking backgrounds, bring their own social and cultural experiences to the 
classroom, and have suffered severe trauma, the complexities of arts pedagogy 
are magnified.   This raises additional questions, such as those expressed by one 
teacher (Szente, Hoot & Taylor, 2006):  
Since children are not able to communicate in English and 
I am not able to speak their native languages, we utilize a 
lot of playful, hands-on activities. These activities utilize the 
universal languages such as art and music, and enable 
children to start sharing their experiences. The activities 
also enable us to provide children with strategies for coping 
with their experiences ( p.17). 
We conclude our paper with a list of questions which this project raised for us, 
and which have prompted our ongoing reflections on art, teaching, and diversity 
issues.  
• How do children experience art when they have had little previous 
contact with the arts in their home country?  
• How can arts programs contribute to building connections between the 
child’s worlds of family and school?  
• Can parents recognise that children can build capacities through 
producing artworks, without language barriers, which may assist them 
with language acquisition and other academic achievements?  
• Although current thinking in early childhood pedagogy calls for 
engaging with children’s backgrounds and interests, will children seek 
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to withdraw emotionally, or exhibit behaviours which indicate trauma? 
For instance, Emery (2005) describes a child who:  
was sick to death of it [war] and didn’t want to talk about it.   When 
the Iraq war was on the art teacher talked to him about it and he 
just said, “I don’t want anything to do with it.   They are all mad” (p.3 
). 
• This project advocated for children creating self-portraits.   But are 
teachers aware that some cultural and religious factors, such as 
depicting the human figure, may be inappropriate to some groups?  
• Should educators in a multicultural early childhood classroom 
encourage socially, politically and economically disadvantaged groups 
to undertake ‘cultural projection’; i.e. to create new and more positive 
images of themselves for the purposes of increasing cultural and social 
capital?  
Conclusion 
Having proposed this list of questions which have emerged from our reflections 
on the project, we note that many of the issues raised are relevant to any early 
childhood arts classroom. Many teachers grapple with the conflicting imperatives 
of the curriculum, parental expectations, the place of the arts in our communities, 
and the need for addressing diversity. Exemplary art teachers accommodate 
natural unfolding and guided learning, creativity and technical training (McArdle, 
2001; Wright, 1991). These teachers work to ensure they are sensitive to the 
needs of individuals, respect differences, and allow students to engage in art that 
has real meaning for them. As demonstrated by Peg, the artist in our project, 
good arts pedagogy calls for the design of arts activities which allow for multiple 
entry points (Gardner, 1989), enabling children to express themselves freely, 
accessing assistance in developing artistry, and building capacities. 
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Children have much to say, and certainly children who have survived a war have 
a special need to find an expressive outlet for their disturbing past experiences, 
their difficult present, and their hopes for the future.   Art as language is a way of 
knowing that can be experienced with the mind, heart, body and ‘soul’ (Wright, 
2003). It is a powerful language that children of refugee families can access, with 
the support of their teacher, as they create bridges between traumatic pasts, their 
present survival, and their future hopes. 
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